
ENGAGING YOURCLIENT
Joanna Woolman, Director, Institute to 

Transform Child Protection; Professor MHSL  

Diana Rugh Johnson, JD,CWLS



ONE OF THE MOST DIFFICULTPARTS
OF PARENTDEFENSE



ASPECTS OF CLIENTENGAGEMENT
ÅEstablishing ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎtrust

ÅDefining ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎgoals

ÅDefining scope of representation

ÅMeeting your client where he/she is regarding  
substance abuse, mental health, domestic violence,  
and/or povertyissues

ÅManaging your ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎexpectations

ÅEngaging your client for behavioral awareness and
change

ÅClient contact betweenhearings



ESTABLISHING CLIENTTRUST

ÅTrauma
ÅCulture
ÅValue



[9¢Ω{ TALK ABOUTTRAUMA

ÅAn emotional response to a terrible event

ÅImmediatereactions: shock,denial

ÅLong-term reactions: unpredictable emotions, flashbacks,  
irrational behavior, physicalmanifestations



KINDS OFTRAUMA

ÅACUTE TRAUMA ςexperience tied to aparticular
event, place, ortime
ÅAccident
ÅAct of violence
ÅNaturaldisaster
ÅDeath of a lovedone
ÅPhysical or sexualassault



ÅCHRONIC/COMPLEX TRAUMA ςa build-up ofmultiple
traumatic experiences throughoutlife
ÅReoccurring physical or sexual abuse
ÅLong-term neglect
ÅCombatexperience
ÅNew traumatic experience brings back oldfeelings
and issues associatedwith pasttrauma



TRAUMA ASA
MATHEMATICALEQUATION

TERRIBLE  
EVENT

EMOTION  
(HOW I FEEL)

BEHAVIOR  
(WHAT I DO)

Beating + Scared = Aggression

Abandonment + Hungry = Manipulation

Neglect + Unimportant = Risky behaviors

Emotional abuse+ Worthless = Rage



WHY MUST WE UNDERSTANDTRAUMA?

ÅAs attorneys for parents, we must understand that  
repetitive and significant encounters with trauma  
have real consequences for a ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭΣ social,  
and emotionalwellbeing.

ÅUnderstandingthe pervasivenessof traumahelpsus
to be more lessjudgmentalandmore empatheticin
our interactionswith our clients.



TRAUMA-EFFECTIVEADVOCACY

ÅRecognizes the pervasiveness of trauma

ÅIncorporates an understanding of ǘǊŀǳƳŀΩǎ impact has  
on ourclients

ÅMinimizesre-traumatization

ÅSupports healing andresilience



CULTURE

ÅThe sum of attitudes, customs, and beliefs that
distinguishes one group of people from another

ÅIncludes:
ÅAcculturation as a professional
ÅNorms of the family andcommunity
ÅBeliefs of the family andcommunity
ÅValue system of the family and community  
(Community can be defined by ethnicity, gender,  
nationality, race,etc.)



CULTURAL AWARENESSL{Χ

ÅάΧŀ set of congruent behaviors, attitudes, and policies  
in a system, agency, or among professionals that  
enables the system, agency, or those professionals to  
work effectively in cross-cultural ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎΦέ

Cross T., Bazron, B. Dennis, K., and Isaacs, M. (1989). Towards a 
culturally competent system of care, Volume I. Washington D.C.:  
Georgetown University Child Development Center, CASSP Technical  
AssistanceCenter.



CULTURAL AWARENESSIN
REPRESENTATION

ÅIncreasestrust

ÅImprovescommunication

ÅIncreases accuracy of informationshared

ÅIncreases understanding between client andattorney

ÅImprovesoutcomes



THINK ABOUT THE VALUE OF APERSON

ÅI ŀƳΧ
ÅMother
ÅWife
ÅAttorney
ÅJudge



άL !a GOOD AT ALL OF THESE¢ILbD{Φέ  
άbh ¸h¦Ωw9bh¢Ηέ

THIS IS WHERE WE FIND OURCLIENTS.

ÅI am the subject of a legalproceeding.

ÅI may lose legal rights that are so important that they  
are Constitutionallyprotected.

ÅMy entire identity is beingquestioned.

ÅMy worth is being publiclychallenged.

ÅI am the subject of judgment, scrutiny, andscorn.

ÅI am inept, incapable, andundeserving.



HOW TO BUILD CLIENTTRUST

ÅDistinguish yourrole

ÅAssure confidentiality

ÅBe reasonablyaccessible

ÅBehonest

ÅAvoid traumatictriggers

ÅAsk easyquestions

ÅExplain the hard questions you have to ask



DEFINING /[L9b¢Ω{GOALS

ÅGoals for self

ÅGoals for children

ÅHow can we work together to make these things  
happenASAP?



DEFINING SCOPE OFREPRESENTATION
ÅCHIPS phase
ÅAdjudication
ÅDisposition
ÅJudicialReviews
ÅPlanningahead

ÅPermanencyphase
ÅMaking a goodrecord

ÅAppellatephase
ÅPreserving the right to appeal



MEETING YOUR CLIENT WHERE S/HEIS

Åά¢ƘŜ most important quality counsel can bring to the  
first meeting with the client who has experienced [the  
removal of a child] is empathy. What the client needs  
above all else at this moment in her life is a respectful  
professional who avoids all prejudgment and shows  
proper respect for the parent by listening carefully to  
what she has to say and demonstrating a commitment  
to work on her behalf goingŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΦέ
ςMatthew Fraidin, Chapter 3, Representing Parentsin
Child Welfare Cases.



MANAGING CLIENTEXPECTATIONS

ÅDefine and divide the workload

ÅBreak large tasks down into smallsteps

ÅChecklist approach

ÅExplain the purpose and goal of each court hearing



ENGAGING YOUR CLIENTFOR
BEHAVIORAL AWARENESS ANDCHANGE
ÅCase plan goals are measured by indicators of ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ self-

awareness and ability to change unsafebehavior

ÅCounty and court want client to experience real changes ςnot just
go through the motions of case plan to complete a task

ÅReal change in behavior or awareness is sometimes hardto
measure or see

ÅEngaging client in reflection about what they have / are learning  
through process may behelpful

ÅCreate a record of meaningfulchanges



CLIENT CONTACT OUTSIDE OFCOURT

ÅThe phone works both ways

ÅConfirm phone number and address at everymeeting

ÅGet back-up phone numbers andaddresses

ÅWho knows how to find you?

ÅSendletters

ÅAssign a calltime



PREPARING YOURCLIENT
FOR THE CASE PLANMEETING

ÅWhat is likely to be in the caseplan?

ÅWhat NEEDS to be in the caseplan

ÅWhat kind of help does your client need from CSS?

ÅWrite it down!


